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Introduction 
Much of the research in Arts marketing has centred on audience and visitor studies 
or on fund raising management (Bussell & Forbes 2006).There is evidence of 
research on volunteers in the sport and museum sector (Arts Council 2009) but there 
is a lack of research on the use of volunteers within the theatre sector. Theatre 
makes an important contribution to the economy. According to Holden (2007) this 
has been estimated at £2.6bn. 
Policy context 
There have been a number of significant changes in UK government policy over the 
last 25 years and the current government has pursued a policy of promoting a Big 
Society, David Cameron’s speech in July 2010 argued: “government cannot remain 
neutral on that – it must foster and support a new culture of voluntarism, 
philanthropy, social action”. This assumes the increasing contribution of the Third 
sector (Civic society) and by implication the use of volunteers.  The use of volunteers 
is faced by two challenges: the level of volunteer activity - according to the NCVO 
(2012) “Volunteering levels – both formal and informal – have fluctuated remarkably 
little over the last 20 years” and recruiting and retaining volunteers in the context of 
cuts in government funding to the Arts Council. 
Key areas that have been addressed by researchers include defining what is meant 
by volunteering eg formal and informal, according to the Taking Part Survey 
(2012/13) in the last 12 months 26 per cent of adults had volunteered; the reasons 
for volunteering- a pertinent reason in the current economic climate being to gain 
experience to improve skills and improve job prospects. (Guardian 2011); the 
characteristics of volunteers have also been investigated and it is commonly 
acknowledged that age and gender are significant and where people volunteer - of 
those who volunteered 9 per cent volunteered in the arts.  
As a result of the above organisations have to be more pragmatic and rational in 
their approach and must balance the objectives of the organisation with sound 
management practices (Randle & Dolnicar 2011). Thus it is important to have and 
develop effective volunteer management and retention strategies (Barnes & Sharpe 
2009). According to the Little Theatre Guild (LTG) in 2010 a typical production 
running for 8 nights will require approximately 56 volunteer duties to run the 
theatre, excluding cast and crew. 
Methodology 
This paper reports the findings of exploratory research into the first stage of the 
Volunteer Life Cycle figure 1. In particular how a potential volunteer gathers 
information on theatre volunteer information via the Theatres web pages. 
A thematic content analysis using criteria considered by the researchers to be 
relevant to the study was carried out to codify the content and text of the websites 
of each of the theatres identified to obtain an overview of volunteer information 
found on the theatre web sites. To ensure reliability and completeness researchers 
worked independently to identify a comprehensive list. Consensus was reached on 
categories to be identified and items within these were coded independently. 
A definitive list of theatres was not available thus a variety of sources and online 
databases were explored including theatres Trust; Amdram and Little Theatre guild. 
The compiled list consisted of 48 Theatres based in the North of England. 
The focus was on volunteers who participated in such activities as front of house; 
administrative or technical roles. 
 
 Figure 1 Forbes & Bussell (2007) 
 
Findings and discussion 
To gain an understanding of where volunteering takes place the investigation 
identified that the majority of the theatres were auditorium style. One was a theatre 
in the round; several had smaller studios; physical buildings dated from Georgian to 
modern twentieth century. Several had evolved from old schools / halls or cinemas. 
To allow comparison the numbers of theatre seats were used.  
Table 1 Theatre size - seats 
>250 250 – 450  small 450 – 700 medium 700+ large 
19 12 8 9 
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It was identified through this research that theatre ownership and management of 
theatres was diverse. Not for profit theatres could for example be registered 
charities; trusts or a company limited by guarantee. Some theatres were charities 
but were reliant totally on volunteers or members to operate. In the public sector 
theatres could be wholly owned and managed by the local authority or council e.g. 
Darlington Civic Theatre. In others the local authorities (LA) retained some 
ownership of the buildings and leased to either a for profit or not for profit for 
managing e.g. Futurist Theatre Scarborough or operated as a partnership e.g. 
Customs House Whitely Bay. The complexity of the theatre sector was also apparent 
from the information (or lack of it) found on theatre home web pages. Many 
theatres had multiple funding streams/ sponsorship including the Arts council; local 
councils/ authorities and other groups 
To aid discussion and analysis the researchers made a judgement from the 
information available to allocate the theatres to one of four groups. Member only 
(1); Not for profit (including charity; trusts or Company Limited by guarantee (2); 
Public owned (By a council or local authority) (3); and for profit (4).  
Table 2 Theatre category 
Member only Not for Profit Public For profit 
6 22 14 6 
 
The objective of this exercise was to identify what (if any) volunteer information was 
available on a theatres web site to help a potential volunteer make an informed 
choice and also to determine how contact could be made with the theatre either to 
apply or to gain further information. 
Table 3 Volunteer Information 
Home 
page 
Support 
us 
Get 
involved 
Join 
/us 
About 
us 
Take 
part 
Member 
ship 
friends Recruit 
ment 
Misc None 
1 3 5 8 1 2 2 2 1  1 22 
 
Of the 48 theatres only 1 had a dedicated volunteer link on the home page (see case 
study 2). Surprisingly 22 theatres had no mention of volunteering on their home 
page. The lack of clarity and clear signposting was demonstrated by 21 theatres 
positioning volunteer information off the home page. A potential volunteer would 
have to make an educated guess from words and phrases used such as “get 
involved”; “support us”;” join us” to indicate  where volunteering information could 
be found. Once directed to a volunteer page (if one existed) the level of detail of 
volunteer opportunities after clicking on the link was varied. For some volunteer 
pages were available but only to current volunteers 
This lack of response mechanism was not an isolated occurrence. A prospective 
volunteer is not only faced by a paucity of information about volunteering for the 
theatre but also by lack of contact details either of a designated person within the 
theatre staff or a dedicated volunteer manager.   Within the web sites volunteers 
were directed to ring the box office; contact the FOH manager; Duty manager; 
general manager; arts development officer; director; chair of trustees etc. Follow up 
calls also demonstrated the lack of an easily identifiable person who managed 
volunteers or who was in a position to discuss the use of volunteers. 
Conclusion 
Theatres in the region are faced by turbulent times. They are being asked to 
contribute to the ‘Big’ (civic) Society and at the same time are being faced by the 
reduction in funding and also earned income as users face ongoing reductions in 
disposable income. Theatres funded by councils are being asked to make significant 
savings; being sold and many are becoming trusts and independent companies.  
Depending on the source used the pool of volunteers is either stagnant or falling. 
Thus the theatres that use volunteers are competing for a smaller changing 
population. The younger volunteer offers a potential group to engage with. As this 
population is the iPod generation then the internet is their main source of 
information retrieval. Younger people are being encouraged by schools and 
universities to develop job skills for future employment. Marketing in the education 
sector could be a potential recruiting ground for arts organisations in the future.  
Theatres should not ignore what is currently their core recruitment group - at the 
other end of the age spectrum, the silver surfers and baby boomers, many are active 
users of the internet. What is important is to clearly segment the potential volunteer 
market  and develop targeted messages on the benefits of volunteering. 
The web pages of the theatres would be the first point of call for many potential 
volunteers but unfortunately this exercise has demonstrated that for a potential 
volunteer (of any age) there is very limited information available in helping the 
volunteer to make a decision. The next stage of the research will be to build a rich 
picture of volunteering recruitment through interviews of selected cases. 
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